Italian Retailers and Global Markets
The distribution system has gone through a process of intense structural transformation over the last few years, and this has led to a change in the role of distributors who have moved from a position of passive intermediation to an active managerial one, participating constructively in globalisation processes.
The entity and consistency of the transformations which have affected the distribution sector have become evident in different ways and timescales in the various geographical contexts, and these differences are reflected in the present competitive scene.
In the United States, the development of modern distribution occurred in the period between the two world wars; in Europe, a progressive move from traditional forms of sale to modern distribution spread after the second world war; in Italy, modernisation of the distribution system developed at great speed only in the nineteen eighties, determining a progressive reduction in traditional forms of distribution in the space of just twenty years 1 . Notwithstanding this driving development, the delay in the Italian distribution system's evolutionary process has not allowed national firms to aspire to a role of any importance on either the European market 2 or the global one. Therefore, in the European context, following modernisation and internationalisation phenomena 4 , the distribution sector is composed of a limited number of large companies of such size as to cross national borders, allowing them to become important organisations in global competition; in Italy, on the other hand, there is still a high amount of parcelling up of the distribution market, which is emphasised by a reduced concentration of so-called modern distribution firms. Hence, the present distribution system is made up of a few large companies which, fighting in conditions of high competition and consumption saturation, are constantly engaged in a re-formulation of their supplies in order to find new sources of value creation.
Large Scale Retail Trade Businesses and Competitive Customer Value
Open competition, higher production than the absorption capacity of demand achieved through attainment of economies of cost, ever more sophisticated products but rapidly rendered obsolete by ease of imitation 5 are factors which characterise markets in which large retailers operate; these factors induce the companies to continually search for innovation and efficiency, stimulated by a corporate management with market knowledge priorities, aimed at the creation of competitive customer value. A simplified outline of customer value expresses it as a perception of the ratio between the benefits and costs associated with a given supply. The indicated relationship is not sufficient to guarantee a value which makes the exchange desirable or satisfying 6 for demand; therefore the value must be higher compared to the one obtainable from competitors' supplies and consequently the firm must be involved in a continual process of anticipation of its competitors, identifying market changes which could translate into value determinants; so it is not sufficient for anyone to limit themselves to considering the value perceived by current customers with respect to a corporate supply; this knowledge has to also be extended to a comparison with competitors' supplies, both with reference to present customers and with reference to potential customers, in order to assess value solidity compared to that of competitors and its attractiveness to a wider market.
Therefore in global markets, which are characterised by oversupply, the thing that can determine the success of corporate strategy is a capacity for learning new and original value boundaries 7 from the market, in a context of behaviour driven towards continual change.
The close relationship between distributors and consumers means that a great deal of data returned from the market is processed in the distributors' own information systems 8 ; as the latter have accurate and sophisticated information concerning demand and operate in situations of high intensity competition, they are committed to continual renewal of their own supplies so as to produce competitive customer value.
In order to understand the value determinants for both current and potential customers of distribution firms, it is best to define the concept of commercial supply and identify the main roles performed by distribution firms in a situation of high global competition.
The general role of distribution firms consists in reducing the imbalances which exist between places, times and methods of manufacture, on the one hand, and consumption, on the other 9 , through the creation of utility of place, time and possession 10 . This general role can be split into a series of fundamental roles which must be performed to guarantee effective and efficient meeting between demand and supply 11 . One possible classification of the fundamental roles of distribution firms is the following: logistics 12 , assortment 13 , contact 14 , information 15 , communication 16 , economic-financial 17 and production roles 18 . Numerous roles attributed to distribution firms can be traced back to the attributes that some authors quote in the definition of a commercial product. A commercial supply can be defined as 'a set of fundamental factors combined in different proportions which we might call attributes; a specific consumer utility corresponds to each of these attributes because the availability of a greater quantity of any attribute reduces its purchase cost' 19 . Therefore, it is possible to define a commercial supply as a basket of attributes which may be broken down into a central nucleus and a series of peripheral services. 'The central nucleus is defined in relation to the availability of an assortment of goods offered to the potential purchaser; the peripheral sphere, on the other hand, includes a whole series of accessory services (pre-sales services, access, services during sales, post-sales services) which enrich the proposal, marking time in relation to the various purchase moments' 20 . Therefore a distribution firm will manage to create competitive customer value through continual innovation of the components constituting the commercial product and through its capacity to exercise the functions that it is in charge of in an efficient way.
Innovation must involve the entire distribution value chain which is split into content (prices and product offered), context (which refers predominantly to the point of sale) and infrastructure (which makes reference to the production process of the service and the degree of involvement, both of the consumer and the supplier, in the process itself) 21 ; therefore conceptual innovations, which refer to front-office, must be joined by flow innovations concerning vertical channel relationships and organisational innovations, to improve management of the network 22 . Consequently innovation also drives dynamic management of retailing mix levers, which are managed and coordinated as a reflection of the continual stimulations exercised by the market. 
The capacity to adapt decisions about assortment 23 , prices and merchandising 24 to market changes is conditioned by the competitive relationships established by the firm and therefore, the capacity to generate competitive customer value depends on intensity of sharing of defined resources in a networking system characterised by collaboration between internal, external and co-makership structures 25 . Resources sharing is also recognisable in the collaboration between industry and distribution with reference to private label 26 strategies; by allowing distributors to assume a system of brand responsibility which is very similar to that of manufacturers. This strengthens the retailers' capacity to produce competitive value.
Therefore the main objective of communication 27 , besides supporting commercial promotions, which normally produce short term sales which are difficult to maintain over time 28 , is to convey a promise of value and store brand values, which are understood as a specific relationship established with a given market for the affirmation of a particular supply 29 , in order to induce the establishment of strong relationships which form the basis of competitive customer value. Therefore, the creation of competitive value induces recognition of the important role assumed by new data processing technologies; these support management of the corporate information system 30 and therefore allow the assessment and distribution, in good time, of pertinent and valid information which renders corporate decisions timely in respect to the stimuli exercised by the market. Moreover, through sharing of information between companies 31 , the same technologies make the system of corporate relationships more effective and efficient, impacting, in particular, the horizontal relationships (entertained with competitors) and the vertical relationships (entertained with companies who carry out upstream and downstream phases in the supply chain). EDI, bar codes, POS Scanners, fidelity cards 32 , are only a few examples 33 of applications which have made logistics processes, buying processes, information exchange between firms and the interface with the end customer more effective and efficient and which, therefore, have permitted significant innovation in the distribution sector. More recent applications 34 can be linked to the use of joint marketplaces for the realisation of inverse electronic auctions, revolving cards and the application of RFID solutions. Inverse electronic auctions are based on an exchange process, through a digital platform, where the distribution firm demands a determinate supply and several suppliers compete to win the order, negotiating in real time according to rules fixed by the distributor itself. Revolving cards allow the granting of credit, in the form of payment deferments, for consumers who wish to make purchases of durable and non durable goods. The application of RFID 35 solutions through the installation of tags which emit electronic signals on individual products, allows the monitoring of the products along the entire supply chain permitting the improvement of integration processes and information sharing between channel players.
Resources sharing, innovation and efficiency are, therefore, important objectives which must be pursued by large retailers for the creation of competitive customer value. Notes intermediaries by entrusting them with the role of managers of information flows; the channel is considered a communication network and intermediaries are the principal players for the purpose of retrieval of important information from the market. 16 Communication activities refer to communication flows issued by a firm towards the various audiences to which it addresses itself. 17 Amongst the activities belonging to this role: definition of prices and forms of financing with reference to production and consumption. 18 Reference is being made to cases in which distributors have their own factories for the production of private label goods.
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